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To Teach Or Not To Teach: What Impacts New Teachers’ Decision to Teach?

Faced with an ongoing shortage of secondary agricultural educators, states such as Western State continually struggle to find qualified teachers to fill available teaching positions (Kantrovich, 2007). Given our nation’s current financial downturn, one might think the need for teachers would be met since budget cuts have decreased or eliminated funding for new hires in many school districts. With this reduction in hiring, it would seem there should be more newly qualified teachers than available positions. However in Western State, 65 agriculture teaching positions were available for fall 2009 and only 44 new agriculture teachers were credentialed. Of those 44 new teachers, nearly 30% did not find or did not pursue an agriculture teaching position. This finding is consistent with a national trend that reported an even higher percentage, with over 50% of newly qualified teachers not entering the agriculture teaching profession (Kantrovich, 2007). In 1995, Brown concluded there were ample numbers of agricultural education graduates, so the teacher supply problem resulted from insufficient recruitment of those qualified new teachers into the profession. Hillison, Camp, and Burke (1987) reported some graduates naturally decide to seek employment outside of teaching and the flexibility of the agricultural education major permits and prepares graduates to pursue a broad range of agriculture careers. With Western State’s current fiscal struggles, agriculture industry jobs are difficult to acquire as opposed to the abundant opportunities in agricultural education.  This phenomenon served as the impetus for an examination of factors that may contribute to new teachers’ decisions to pursue a career in agricultural education.

The purpose of this study was to compare new teachers who secured employment to those who had not, specifically to determine if notable differences existed in self-perceived levels of agriculture teacher efficacy, intentions and aspirations to teach, teaching expectations, career barriers, and career support.

Methodology
This descriptive census study focused on all newly credentialed agriculture teachers in Western State over the 2008-09 academic year, which according to the Western State Department of Education consisted of 44 individuals (L. McCabe, personal communication, January 6, 2010). The target population was comprised of new teachers who attended the Western State Agricultural Teachers Association’s annual conference and new teacher meeting. In June 2009, 86% (n = 37) of new teachers were in attendance. The 37 new teachers were asked to complete a questionnaire consisting of 115 items. This instrument was pilot tested on 396 agriculture teachers in 2007. Reliability was established through post-hoc analysis of Cronbach’s Alpha. Coefficients of the construct scales ranged from .88 to .96. The instrument measured four constructs using 5-point Likert items. These constructs examined intentions and aspirations to teach agriculture, expectations about a career in agricultural education, perceived likelihood and difficulty overcoming career barriers, and perceived level of support from family, friends, and teachers. The other four constructs assessed overall agricultural teacher efficacy. These constructs used 9-point Likert items measuring self-efficacy levels related to classroom/lab instruction, FFA leadership/supervision, SAE supervision, and program management. Analyses of the eight construct scales used grand mean scores to compare the two groups, those that were teaching (n = 24) and those that were not (n = 13). Demographic data were analyzed using frequencies (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996). The state’s agriculture teacher directory was used to determine which new teachers had found employment for fall 2009.     

Results

Completed questionnaires were received from 37 of the 44 new teachers for a response rate of 86%. Of the 24 respondents who were teaching agriculture, their average age was 23, 75% (n = 18) were female, 80% (n = 19) were Caucasian, 91% (n = 21) had over a 3.0 g.p.a, and all 24 reported that they intended to pursue a career teaching agriculture. Of the 13 who were not teaching agriculture, their average age was 27, 54% (n = 7) were female, 77% (n = 7) were Caucasian, 92% (n = 12) had over a 3.0 g.p.a., and all but one respondent indicated that they intended to pursue a career teaching agriculture. 

When the two groups of respondents were compared, findings showed those who were teaching reported notably higher mean efficacy scores related to their classroom/lab teaching (M = 118.0 vs. M = 109.2), FFA leadership/supervision (M = 101.2 vs. M = 95.3), and on the overall agriculture teacher efficacy scale (M = 324.8 vs. M = 309.0). However, when examining the two groups on the remaining efficacy constructs, the researchers found that no practical differences existed related to program management (M = 43.5 vs. M = 43.0) and SAE supervision (M = 62.0 vs. M = 61.5). The same is true of the remaining constructs of agriculture teaching expectations (M = 54.9 vs. M = 54.7), likelihood of career barriers (M = 24.8 vs. M = 25.0), difficulty of overcoming career barriers (M = 24.8 vs. M = 22.0), and level of support (M = 3.6 vs. M = 3.4). Given the possibility that several new teachers were limited by specific career barriers such as inability to relocate or due to personal relationships, the researchers also compared both groups on each of the individual career barriers. In doing so, no notable differences were found in any of the barriers examined.
Conclusions

This study sought to compare those new agriculture teachers who found employment to those who had not on various constructs. Based on the findings, it can be concluded that those new teachers who were employed reported having slightly higher overall agriculture teacher efficacy and in the specific areas of classroom/lab instruction and FFA leadership/supervision. Although it would not be appropriate to conclude their greater sense of efficacy contributed to success in acquiring a teaching job, it does stimulate interest in further examination of this phenomenon given the ongoing need to fill agriculture teaching positions. Is it more challenging for students with lower efficacy levels to find employment? What steps could be taken to help these students increase their efficacy related to classroom/lab instruction and FFA and what implications, if any, would it have on their ability to find or pursue a teaching position. 

Recent studies (Kelsey, 2006) have examined the impact of career barriers, more specifically, those finding some new teachers were “place bound”. This inability to relocate did in some cases prevent teachers from finding employment. This study found no such issue was prevalent. Consequently, additional research is needed to examine the differences in the efficacy levels of new teachers to determine if these differences have an impact on new teachers’ decisions to enter the profession.
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